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Men	can	see	hormonal	contraception	as	a	joint
responsibility	with	their	partners
For	now,	hormonal	contraception	is	available	only	to	women.	But	to	what	extent	to	men
help	to	manage	this	contraceptive	method	alongside	their	partners?	In	new	research,	Ann
Fefferman	and	Ushma	D.	Upadhyay	find	that	despite	literature	which	suggests	men	can
often	be	absent	or	coercive	in	contraceptive	management,	they	are	often	active	partners
in	this	area,	even	while	facing	difficult	circumstances	which	can	constrain	their	choices.
It	may	seem	intuitive	that	women	tend	to	take	care	of	hormonal	contraception.		It	is	crucial	that	women	have	the
freedom	to	choose	a	contraceptive	method,	use	that	method,	and	manage	side	effects	in	a	way	that	works	best	for
them.	Women	have	a	wide	range	of	methods	to	choose	from,	including	the	pill,	patch,	vaginal	ring,	implant,	and
intrauterine	device.	These	methods	allow	people	to	ditch	the	condom	and	enjoy	increased	sexual	pleasure	and
spontaneity	with	lower	chances	of	having	an	unintended	pregnancy.
But	research	has	yet	to	explore	the	possibility	that	men	might	have	the	potential	to	be	involved	in	managing	these
methods	with	women.	In	other	words,	does	the	fact	that	these	contraceptive	methods	affect	women’s	bodies	mean
that	men	don’t	see	a	role	for	themselves	in	pregnancy	prevention?			No.	In	our	research,	we	find	that	some	men	do
see	themselves	as	partners	in	contraceptive	use	and	management.	Our	work	focuses	on	young	low-income
American	men	and	women	of	color	and	the	ways	they	work	together	to	manage	contraception	without	restricting
women’s	choices.
Through	in-depth	interviews	with	40	men	and	women	15	to	24,	we	find	examples	of	men	helping	with	contraception,
such	as	coming	to	appointments	with	their	partners,	discussing	risk	of	pregnancy	with	partners,	helping	to	choose	a
method,	and	reminding	partners	to	take	pills	or	to	remove	the	vaginal	ring.	Often	men	initiated	their	own	engagement;
other	times	women	partners	suggested	ways	they	wanted	men	to	take	part	in	contraception.		In	either	case,	men
strived	to	be	helpful	and	caring	partners,	contrary	to	much	of	the	existing	literature	depicting	men	as	absent	or
coercive.
We	also	note	how	men	and	women	worked	together	to	prevent	pregnancy	despite	the	different	circumstances
constraining	their	choices,	such	as	immigration	laws,	gang	membership,	neighborhood	violence,	and	poverty.	In	this
way,	our	research	adds	to	current	literature	working	against	the	stereotypes	often	applied	to	young	low-income	men
of	color	when	people	talk	about	unintended	pregnancy	in	the	United	States,	such	as	the	assumption	that	young	men
are	uninterested	or	unconcerned	in	matters	of	reproductive	health,	family	planning,	and/or	childcare,	Contrary	to
these	stereotypes,	the	men	in	our	research	did	care	about	their	partners	and	their	ability	to	manage	the	risk	of
unintended	pregnancy.
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While	our	research	shows	these	positive	examples	of	how	young	men	can	work	within	or	against	difficult
circumstances	to	support	women	with	contraception,	we	also	show	how	they	aren’t	as	“feminist”,	or	“egalitarian”,	as
they	might	think.	Even	though	the	men	in	our	study	were	really	involved	in	choosing	and	using	contraception,	they
still	thought	women	were	ultimately	the	ones	responsible	for	contraception	and	its	effective	use.	Men	were	just
helpers;	much	like	many	men	may	“help”	in	the	kitchen	or	“help”	with	taking	care	of	the	kids.	Men	used	language	that
seemed	equitable,	saying	that	they	were	not	responsible	for	contraception	because	they	did	not	want	to	undermine
women’s	ability	to	make	choices	about	their	own	bodies.	Even	women	we	interviewed	agreed	with	these	ideas.
Some	may	argue	there	is	nothing	wrong	with	this.	Men	were	trying	to	be	helpful,	and	there	is	clearly	merit	to	this
perspective.	Certainly	the	men	in	our	study	showed	a	genuine	effort	to	maintain	a	supportive,	non-coercive	role	in
women’s	lives	and	in	their	mutual	goals	to	prevent	unintended	pregnancy.	Indeed,	this	may	provide	a	strong	burst	of
hope	in	America’s	Trumpian	era	in	which	women	increasingly	fear	facing	major	restrictions	in	basic	access	to	safe
reproductive	health	care.	Our	study	does	not	intend	to	dismiss	men’s	efforts,	nor	in	any	way	frown	on	their
benevolent	intentions.
However,	there	is	a	strong	latent	inegalitarian	assumption	underlying	our	participants’	gendered	perceptions	of
contraceptive	responsibility,	and	it	does	require	our	attention.	Women’s	sole	responsibly	for	contraception	includes
the	notion	that	men	cannot	respect	women’s	bodies	and	choices	while	still	taking	responsibility	for	the	possibility	of
an	unintended	pregnancy.		Men	can	rely	on	women	to	achieve	mutual	pregnancy	intentions	without	having	to	take	on
the	perceived	responsibilities	associated	with	delaying	or	avoiding	pregnancy.	Following	this	logic,	men	then	can	use
their	secondary	place	in	contraception	as	a	justification	for	assigning	blame	or	shame	to	women	when	contraception
fails.	We	aim	to	demonstrate	in	our	research	that	men’s	involvement	in	contraception	and	men’s	accountability	for
unintended	pregnancy	are	not	incompatible	goals.	Men	can	help	with	contraception	and	also	share	in	contraceptive
responsibly	(including	when	contraception	fails).	Men	and	women	can	work	together	to	change	these	norms	and	help
sustain	a	positive,	respectful	place	for	men	in	contraceptive	management.
Our	work	ultimately	points	to	the	intersectional	tensions	that	men	face	in	striving	to	be	progressive,	supportive
partners.	It	questions	how	gender	functions	in	contraceptive	management	and	tries	to	envision	what	a	more	ideal	and
equitable	division	of	responsibility	might	look	like	in	the	day-to-day	lives	of	men	and	women	who	aim	to	prevent
pregnancy	together.
This	article	is	based	on	the	paper,	‘Hybrid	Masculinity	and	Young	Men’s	Circumscribed	Engagement	in
Contraceptive	Management’,	in	Gender	&	Society.
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